THE SECOND AFTERNOON

by high buildings 5 on a table in the bay stood a gilded
cage of three cupolas lively with canaries, and hanging
against the dingy yellow panels on either side was a wooden
cage of green budgerigars huddling in rows on their
perches. There was also a grey parrot who, when the
conversation became shrill, outshrilled it with a series of
rapid obscenities in argot 9 which by frequent repetition
had lost all power to astonish pr shock anybody and were
accepted as an essential part of the room like the creaking
of the shiny battered sham-leather armchairs or the
clanking treadles of the sewing-machine.

At the invitation of Eugenia, Waterlow descended to
this room seeming even more fusty than usual after the
dazzle of the streets. Mere Bonbon welcomed him
effusively, not so much because she feared him as a man
of influence in the underworld of the city, but because
he never failed to drink her bottled beer and press the girls
to drink with him. The profit on each bottle of beer was
relatively much larger than upon a bottle of champagne,
and the drinking of beer was entirely free from any
suggestion of being a preliminary to something else. To
drink beer with her boarders was a sign of comradeship.
It meant that he was a friend of the house, not the
friend of some particular inhabitant, still less the lover,
and least of all the nervous prurient taster of her wares.
On this occasion her cordiality was doubled by the
prospect of coming to a reasonable settlement over the
broken lamp.

Mere Bonbon was hunched up in her high chair at the

end of the table in the black and yellow quilted wrapper

she had worn last night to repel the German invasion.

She looked more like a great blotchy salamander than a
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